Why would a benevolent and omnipotent God have created a world with evil and suffering?
	An argument to reconcile evil and suffering with the existence of a benevolent and omnipotent God is termed a theodicy. Such theodicy’s attempt to reconcile the apparent contradiction that an Omnipotent and good God must have the capacity to prevent suffering, or else he is either not Omnipotent or not Beneficent. There are several forms of such theodicy; that evil must exist to permit good, evil is a necessary consequence of the possession of free will, or that evil is necessary in order to permit our spiritual growth. To succeed therefore a theodicy should demonstrate that evil may exist despite Gods existence, or that is in some way a laudable thing that God may countenance. Without a successful theodicy the conclusion from the problem of evil is that God is nonexistent, or does not possess the characteristics of beneficence or perfection ascribed to him. In this essay the theodicies of Leibnitz and of particularly that of Swinburne will be considered to consider to what extent the problem of evil and suffering in relation to a Deity have been answered. 
	Given the existence of a benevolent and omnipotent God, the existence of evil and suffering is problematical. The statements of Epicurus on the matter appear to suggest the non-existence of God, or that God cannot possess omnipotence and be benevolent. Epicurus reasoned that if God is omnipotent, but does not act against evil, he cannot be benevolent. If God is however benevolent but cannot act against evil, then he cannot be omnipotent. Epicurus further questions the origins of evil should God possess the characteristics attributed to him, and whether a God lacking either omnipotence or beneficence is a worthy God.
In order to consider this problematical question, the first point of analysis should be the nature of evil itself. What are the definitive characteristics of such a quality? St Augustine argued that evil is the privation of Good[footnoteRef:1], and that the absence of good is the sole source of corruption. If this is indeed the case, this still remains problematical in relation to the conception of God as a perfect and beneficent being. A God which cannot, or will not, exert goodness throughout the Universe is not omnipotent or entirely benevolent.  [1:  ] 

The problem is perhaps more intractable in consideration of the nature of suffering. To permit such suffering any God would either have to be in some sense indifferent to the pain of his creations, or unable to prevent such harm. Neither proposition seems in accordance with the concept of a perfect, and perfectly good, God.
An attempt to reconcile the apparent contradiction between the evident existence of evil and suffering whilst asserting a just and perfect God exists, is termed a theodicy. Any such theodicy must reconcile the presence of evil and suffering in the context of the existence of God.  Efforts to develop a coherent and persuasive theodicy have been conducted on the basis of three central arguments; that evil exists because it is in some sense a prerequisite for good, that evil is required and is a necessary consequence of the possession of free will, or that the existence of evil and suffering is required for our spiritual growth. 
Leibniz’s theodicy was concerned with the recognition that despite the universe appearing to be logically structured in the sense of the existence of logically derivable laws, yet it must be imperfect if evil constitutes the absence of good. [footnoteRef:2]  This however is concerning if the concept of God is to remain that of perfection as a fundamental attribute. To reconcile this, Leibniz argues that such imperfection in the Universe is logically necessary in order to delineate the separation between God, the perfect creator, and the imperfect Universe. This argument however relies on humanity as an observer; in effect God is, in terms of this theodicy, given to demonstrating perfection to imperfect beings as an object lesson. Thus it would constitute the demonstration of the perfect to the imperfect. There seems little in this argument to suggest the existence of perfection by the appeal to imperfection.  [2:  ] 

Leibniz is on stronger grounds in arguing that the Universe is indeed imperfect, and must be so if there exists evil, but that this Universe is the best possible level of perfection that may exist without collapsing entirely into the perfection of God.[footnoteRef:3] Only God can be perfect, hence the Universe by definition cannot be so. This is a more sophisticated argument than the parody portrayed in Voltaire’s 'Candide'. Leibniz argument here is not simply that this is the best of all possible worlds, but that imperfection is required in order for god to exist as a distinct entity. Nevertheless this theodicy does not seem to consider an adequate justification for suffering in its own terms. It does however presage some of the logical basis for the theodicy of Swinburne in terms of its reference to scientific perspectives and the concept of possible alternative universes in relation to God.  [3:  Ibid: p. 105] 

A prominent modern form of theodicy is the free will argument. Free will is held to be a good, assigned to mankind by God with the risk that Man may choose to perform evil. The benefits of such free will are held to be the capacity for moral judgement, and therefore the possibility of moral responsibility. The argument here is that this eliminates God’s culpability if humans act in a manner contrary to the good. This free will argument however is vulnerable to the class of evils termed natural evils by Swinburne. Suffering exists which is not as a result of human behaviour and not a consequence of free will These natural evils are effectively unconsidered in the free will argument  Further  there is some contention considering the notion of free will[footnoteRef:4].    [4:  ] 

Swinburne’s theodicy is an argument from logical necessity. According to Swinburne, the existence of evil and suffering despite the omnipotence of God is as a consequence of God permitting free will. In his theodicy, Swinburne differentiates between two forms of evil; that of moral evil, the evil which is perpetrated on others as a consequence of intentional actions or of wilful neglect. The other form of evil is natural evil, which includes suffering resulting from events of non-human origins, such as earthquakes, or plagues. Neither of these two forms of evil is desirable, or, it would appear, beneficial to the recipient of their consequences. Swinburne’s argument here however is that the possession of free will is such a fundamental good, as the exercise of free will permits the growth and development of the character. The value of free will is so intrinsically great that God is entirely justified in not intervening and preventing harm. As a consequence of permitting humanity to access this good there must exist the possibility of misuse of free will and thereby the risk of resultant moral evil.[footnoteRef:5]  As Mackie points out however there is nothing in Swinburne’s theodicy which would preclude God from electing to have Humans possessing free will whilst always choosing to perform good.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  ]  [6:  ] 

On natural evil, Swinburne proposes a rationale for the nature of suffering, in which suffering exists to raise the level of human compassion which is an obvious good.[footnoteRef:7] The difficulty here is that the laudable increase in compassion is in direct proportion to the level of suffering. This would suggest that to maximise compassion God could elect to elevate suffering to the highest level. Thus God could choose to create a Universe with maximal suffering with noble inhabitants. Swinburne’s argument that suffering results in an elevation of higher good emotions, such as bravery, and altruism, is similarly vulnerable to the point that such elevation is only possible to those that survive the trauma. A sufferer of great pain at the end of life simply lacks the opportunity to so progress. It is also the case that many develop such characteristics as self-sacrifice and charity without the spur of suffering, while others may suffer and not acquire these good character traits. As an argument against moral evil, Swinburne’s theodicy also depends on the elevation of higher good emotions as a result of confrontation with evil; again this is only surely viable, not to say available, to those surviving the confrontation. [7:  ] 

In consideration of the prospect that the suffering of some may be indefinite, or exceed their lifespan, Swinburne argues that whilst the individual may not so benefit, others may through increased compassion, seeking to alleviate pain, and other higher goods. Swinburne argues that if the levels of suffering and evil were to be entirely predictable, in a kind of universal equilibrium position, this would eliminate the higher good emotions of faith and hope, which would be purposeless[footnoteRef:8]. Both faith and hope it is argued require the existence of uncertainty, Faith and hope are indeed positive goods in unpleasant circumstances, but their reason for being is in fact the consequence of uncertainty, there seems no good reason why God would elevate fear of uncertainty and the unknown for the result of an increase in hope, where a certainty of good consequences might remove the need for hope. It is interesting that the unpredictability of evil which is a central point in Swinburne’s theodicy requires that the level of evil not be rational.  [8:  Ibid.] 

Suffering is thus to Swinburne ultimately a spur to the development of higher good. Suffering is in these terms acceptable, as this promotes higher human emotional attributes such as courage, fortitude, and concern for others. Swinburne thus has a kind of cosmic balancing scale with the benefits of free will weighing against the negative consequence. This is also problematical however, as it raises the question of the suffering of creatures of lesser cognitive development, who may suffer, but lack access to the laudable higher emotions. Is there a meaningful purpose to millions of years of suffering in this case?
If there is such senseless suffering to non-human organisms this would severely weaken Swinburne’s theodicy. Notwithstanding the primacy accorded to humans in deism, it is nevertheless the case that lower creatures are capable of suffering, and that this must constitute a natural evil. An example of meaningless suffering is given by Rowe’s a fawn is trapped in a thicket which has been ignited by lightning[footnoteRef:9]. The lightning is random; the suffering of the fawn is intense, protracted, and fatal. It is also apparently meaningless. Swinburne’s retort to this seems weak, offering up the contention that the fawns suffering provides other animals with a kind of object lesson in avoiding harm. That the knowledge gained is a compensatory good for the natural evil.[footnoteRef:10] This surely only applies if the fawn is not alone, and the random harm suffered is in some fashion avoidable by new behaviour. Certainly there is no elevation in positive good as a response in animals to pain and suffering incurred by parasites, this is particularly so in such cases as the Ichneumon wasp, whose larvae consume the host alive from within. Perhaps a Swinburne type argument could infer there is a subsequent good in human efforts to eliminate parasites; however this cannot apply if parasites go unnoticed and undiscovered, and the number of parasites affecting animals is much greater than those affecting humans. [9:  ]  [10:  ] 

The problems addressed by any theodicy of course derive from the logical contradictions implied by the insistence that God possesses the attributes of omniscience, omnipotence, and ultimate goodness, whilst permitting evil to exist. In their absolute sense they would appear to be mutually contradictory. Swinburne’s theodicy would appear to restrict omnipotence by the permission of free will. Further it would suggest that evil and suffering are necessary to the existence of higher good, or at the least must exist in order to promote their existence in quantity. Mackie points out however that this implies limitations on what God may be capable of in relation to the creation of good, and this is a restriction therefore on his omnipotence[footnoteRef:11]. [11:  ] 

The theodicy’s considered in the essay are interesting responses to the contradiction implied by an omnipotent and beneficial God in a Universe that nevertheless contains suffering and evil. If God is omnipotent and permits evil without reason then the conclusion must be that God does not exist, is imperfectly good, or is not all powerful or perfect. Leibnitz argued that evil exist to permit the separation of the perfect God from the imperfections of the Universe. He acknowledges this imperfection, but argued that this is the best possible Universe that can exist without being perfect and therefore like God. Leibniz does not however produce an effective account for the purpose of suffering. Swinburne account differentiates between natural and moral evil. Suffering in Swinburne’s theodicy is permitted by God as it allows good principles to arise in response. The existence of moral evil is a result of free will which to Swinburne represents a sufficiently high good in itself for justification. However there seems no reason why a Deity should not permit free will whilst not allowing evil. Natural evil is permissible as this creates a spur to good, although this would seem to only to sentient creatures and animal suffering is meaningless. These theodicy’s then, do not fully address the problem of evil in an entirely convincing manner. This does not necessarily prove fatal for a concept of God, provided such an entity is not held to be perfect.    
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